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Abstract 
The purpose of this paper is to propose a reflection about specific tools of communication feasible to succeed in improving 
sustainability of feeding in a health dimension. Recognizing that consumption choices, especially regarding food, are determined 
by factors different from price and income, incorporating ideas both from behavioral economics, food marketing and psychology, 
we would try to give a first reflection about the possibility for an adequate use of 'terms' in communication to influence consumer 
food choices and improve diet and health.  
In food markets, research has abundantly focused on analysis of consumers’ perception of technical parameters, but also on links 
between psycho-sociological ones and emotions associated to specific foods. Less has been done, however, about opportunities 
deriving from interlinks between terminology and food consumption behavior. Expressing with a question: ' is it possible to 
modify food perception and in general, food styles, through the strategy of acting on words, food names, definitions, in order to 
address nutrition on a health and welfare sustainability path'? 
From a methodological point of view, work has been done through the tool of experimental choice. 
This paper, then, will offer a first review of related literature and propose a reflection on the possibility of considering bettering 
the 'words' used in communication (scientific, marketing, medical, institutional) as a tool to improve health and welfare 
sustainability of nutrition styles. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Fondazione Simone Cesaretti. 
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1. Introduction 
Modern agri-food systems are to be considered under a systemic approach, that means that consumers lead the 
system by addressing strategies and choices in a complex model of interrelationships. 
In such a 'demand pulled' system, consumer is more demanding in terms of value for food products, thus 
requiring a growing amount of guarantee and information. 
This gives communication a central role in multiple acceptations. 
This paper aims to discuss the importance of using appropriate 'words' in agri-food communication as a mean to 
increase general welfare in the system. 
For this purpose, starting by the individuation of interactions between terminology and agri-food economics, 
some of the methodologies used in sectorial literature will be reviewed with the aim of investigating about the 
potential role of 'words' in consumers’ perception of food products attributes and overall quality. 
2. Materials 
The notion of a sustainable diet would have been curious a few hundred years ago, when people obtained the 
majority of foods out of their ecosystems (Covino et al., 2008). Biodiversity was valued and utilized; ecosystems 
and agro-ecological zones produced the foods that they had produced for millennia. Traditional knowledge and 
practices ensured the conservation and sustainable use of food biodiversity within healthy ecosystems. Agriculture, 
diets and nutrition have changed so dramatically in recent decades, that now, the concept of a sustainable diet seems 
novel. 
The notion of 'sustainable diets' recommends foods to be consumed for both their nutrient contents and with 
respect for their ecosystems. The concept was borrowed from 'sustainable agriculture', as an activity that is not 
wasteful of natural resources and produces food for local and seasonal consumption. With modern agriculture and 
globalization of foods, the concepts of the sustainable diet and human ecology have been neglected in favour of 
intensification and industrialization of agricultural systems (Boccia, Sarnacchiaro, 2015; Covino, 2011). The 
outcome has been huge increases in global food production, but this has not led to global improvements in nutrition. 
The confounding result, according to latest FAO estimates, is that the number of undernourished people has increased 
to more than one billion. This number reflects dietary energy supply only, while micronutrient malnutrition is exists 
on an even larger scale (VV.AA., 2012). 
In addition to the problems of undernourishment, obesity and its associated chronic diseases are rising. This, 
coupled with the alarming pace of food biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation, makes a compelling case for 
reexamining agricultural systems and diets. While good nutrition should be a goal of agriculture, it is imperative that 
concerns of sustainability not be lost in the process. Many dietary patterns can be healthful, but they can vary 
substantially in terms of their resource cost. The Mediterranean diet has been characterized, analyzed and promoted 
through a variety of methods within a number of scientific and applied disciplines (Covino et al., 2013). It continues 
to be recognized and appreciated as a sustainable diet even if its practice is diminishing. The importance of the 
Mediterranean diet for the rest of the world lies not in its specific foods and nutrients, but in the methods used to 
characterize/analyze it and philosophy of sustainability at its core. These same methods can be used to characterize 
sustainable diets in other eco and food systems, to identify the necessary new paradigms of reference for the solution 
of the many challenges that face humankind, with more than one billion hungry people worldwide. 
A decisive role can be played by communication in promoting human development in today's new climate of 
social change. As the world moves towards greater democracy, decentralization and the market economy, conditions 
are becoming more favourable for people to start steering their own course of change. But it is vital to stimulate 
their awareness, participation and capabilities. Communication skills and technology are central to this task, but at 
present are often underutilized. Policies are needed that encourage effective planning and implementation of 
communication programmes. We live in a communication era, with rapid expansion in the reach of mass media, and 
improved techniques for the interpersonal exchange of ideas. 
Health communication is seen to have relevance for virtually every aspect of health and well-being, including 
disease prevention, health promotion and quality of life. This increase in the prominence of the field, externally, is 
happening contemporaneously with important developments taking place, internally, one of which is the focus on 
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the study of environmental, social and psychological influences on behaviour and health (Boccia, Sarno, 2013). 
Given the global challenges posed by major threats, health communication scholars and practitioners recognize the 
importance of prevention and, with it, the need to understand human behaviour through the prism of theory. This has 
given rise to theorizing about the role of risk perceptions, social norms, emotions and uncertainty in health 
behaviours. 
Intervention efforts to change behaviours are communicative acts. By focusing mostly on the transmission 
function of information exchange, such efforts often neglect ritualistic processes that are automatically engaged 
through communication (Covino, 2014). In adopting the transmission view of communication, it is reasonable to 
think carefully about the channels through which intervention messages are disseminated, to whom the message is 
attributed, how audience members respond and the features of messages that have the greatest impact. These 
considerations reflect the essential components of the communication process: channel, source, receiver and 
message, respectively. In the ritual view, however, target audiences are conceptualized as members of social 
networks who interact with one another, engage in social ceremony and derive meaning from the enactment of 
habitual behaviours (Pomarici et al., 2012). 
Use of some health communication principles in public health presents challenges. First, the evaluation of 
communication interventions, especially those using national mass media, does not usually lend itself to randomized 
trials. Hence, innovative methodological and statistical techniques are required for attributing observed outcomes to 
intervention efforts. The responsive and transactional nature of health communication interventions also means that 
modification in intervention content may occur, adding an additional challenge to the evaluation process. Second, 
the recognition among behavioural scientists – that causes of human behaviour reside at multiple levels that 
reinforce each other – poses difficulties in designing and testing multilevel interventions. This complexity of health 
behaviour determinants also requires a multidisciplinary approach for effectively promoting change, which further 
means that interventions need to incorporate expertise from a variety of professional backgrounds. Finally, because 
of the rapidly changing communication channels, health communication interventions need to make extra efforts to 
meet their audiences at their level of technology use. 
3. Discussion 
Regarding intersections between agri-food science and terminology, two research area have mainly been 
individuated: 
- the false friends problems in the context of international migration of brands (that would strongly interest 
marketing operations); 
- the evocative and persuasive role of 'words' used to describe and qualify food in consumers’ perception and 
especially in eliciting their willingness to pay. 
With respect to agri-food markets researchers’ interest has been focused mainly on consumers’ perception of 
technical parameters and also on links between psycho-sociological parameters and emotions associated with a 
particular food (Cardello, 2012; Gibson, 2006; Desmet et al., 2008; Canetti et al., 2002; Macht, Simons, 2000). 
Words effects under a psycho-linguistic approach on consumers’ perception of food seem, however, as a much 
less explored subject, although it might be useful to contribute in communication strategies, especially regarding 
food and welfare interlinks. 
Researchers are focusing their attention on hypothesis such as: 'would it be possible to change consumers’ 
perception of a food product by simply changing its name or words used to describe it?' (Kohli et al., 2005; Oakes, 
Slotterback 2001; Akerlof, 1970; Nelson, 1970). 
From a methodological point of view, interactions among terms, words and food products perception have been 
investigated by the mean of experimental choices. 
As well known, it is a methodology mainly used to analyze consumers’ choices among alternatives in 
competition and value/foresee how they vary with different alternatives set (Lusk et al., 2004; Lusk, Shrogen, 2008). 
In the context of our interest, the alternatives set consists of different descriptive and terminological mode 
referring to a specific food product. 
This allows researchers to define consumers’ reactions linked to different expressions, descriptions, words or 
terms. 
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More specifically it appears very interesting to demonstrate the potential of a strategic use of words to define 
food, or to describe it, in bettering post consumption judgment on it. 
On this research front, alternatives' set is composed by differently articulated descriptions of the food product that 
consumers are going to consume: the basic alternative is represented by an extremely synthetic description of the 
food product, compared to widely articulated descriptions that should be able to activate psychological connections 
to concepts and elements particularly appreciated by consumers (this the hypothesis to test). 
Studies we are referring to, focus on experiments based on alternatives sets of words and terms reported on labels 
(but in our opinion it would be interesting to conduct such a kind of experiments through the verbalized use of 
alternatives). 
Nevertheless, these front of research represents a strongly innovative approach, since the mainstream of research 
work in terms of food labeling has at the time been based on nutritional, health or 'warning' aspects (Caswell, 1996; 
Aprile et al., 2012; Van Trijp, Van der Lans, 2007). 
Being more specific, the address of researchers’ interest on this front, is towards expectations that might originate 
from peculiar names and words use (Di Monaco et al., 2004; Hayes et al., 1996). 
An interesting element lies in the potential for descriptive power of words to generate a positive 'halo' effect 
related to food product consumption: consumer associates the name or the description to his own expectations about 
quality, taste, and how the product consumption would make him feel (Wansink et al., 2005; Jiang et al., 2014). 
Appropriate adjectives, evoking geographical, nostalgic, or sensorial recall often help creating an idea around the 
food product, inherent to links with territory, family, tradition and identity values. 
The impression of names and words on sensorial evaluation of food products is likely to depend upon the power 
of word itself of easing a greater focus on positive aspects and encouraging the consumer to a less analytic 
evaluation, in favor of a more strictly sensorial one, and, actually, enhancing attitude towards change and novelty. 
In practice, right words allow a strengthening of food product perception and evaluation through a less utilitarian, 
more hedonic approach. This can entail consistent benefit in terms of 'welfare' for all the stakeholders along the food 
supply chains. 
4. Conclusions and future follow-up 
Attention is needed from all the stakeholders in agri-food supply chains to implications linked to interactions 
between a strategic use of terms and words, and evaluation and consumption results of food products. Potential 
effect of words on main players (consumers and food industry) could imply: 
- better perception of the specific food product; 
- better capability of specific attributes evaluation; 
- better acceptability of unusual food product (that also means diet and alimentary models). 
Empirical studies have lately started focusing on such interactions, especially using 'words' to denominate and to 
describe on a written form, mainly through descriptive labels, carrying a gradient of informational contents with 
respect to variety and deepening. It would be interesting to investigate also verbalized words effects on food product 
consumption evaluation. 
Marketing implications are easier to imagine, but still, it is important to highlight possibilities in nutritional and 
diet-related contexts, also aimed to educational and food safety enhancing purposes. 
Actors outside the food supply chain could also take interest in this research area: research and food innovation 
system can benefit from words effect on consumer perception of food products to better focus peculiar attributes, 
mainly intangible ones, that can be source of value to consumers. These can be assumed as further differentiation 
leverages that can be strategic to food industry to enhance competitiveness. Especially, right words in 
communication models can enhance consumers’ propensity to unusual or novel food products/food models.  
Sanitary and educational systems can take advantage mainly on the purpose of promoting more sustainable 
consumption models, especially from a nutrition and health perspective. 
More sustainable consumption models, eventually, involve the whole institutional system, allowing, potentially, 
to extend sustainability goals to social and environmental dimensions. 
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